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The Liberal Education Of 
Science Majors 
"\ ]( Jithout doubt, science and technology d~liver a 
V V somewhat immeasurable effect upon the mhab-
itants of this world. In my particular area of expertise, 
health professions, science provides an understanding 
of the human body that was not even imagined 50 years 
ago. But is that scientific realm of understanding enough 
for students to pursue a career in the healing arts? My 
contention is that it not only is not sufficient, but that 
it could lead to indirect (i.e., emotional, spiritual) harm 
to the very persons that came to us for comfort. Let me 
emphasize strongly that I don't believe we are gradu-
ating any students that are dangerous to patients, just 
many who may not be seeing the entire picture-from 
a liberally educated perspective, that is. 
The impetus for my argument comes from my 
involvement last winter in the Liberal Education Initia-
tive sponsored by the Provost. We discussed a myriad 
of topics regarding liberally educated people including 
such broad qualities as the ability to comprehend the 
world around them, to organize a problem and discuss 
its parts, and to analyze their motives while cultivating 
that awareness in others. In essence, liberal education 
helps people make sense of the world around them. All 
of this discussion seemed to beg the question, at least 
in my discipline, of whether or not our graduates could 
really do all those things, in theory as well as practice. 
Or, are we just graduating health professionals with an 
abundance of facts and figures and little else? While I 
am not explicitly trying to assign fault, for the source 
may be all encompassing, we do need to encourage the 
need for liberal approaches in science courses. 
Further clarification may be appropriate. First, what 
constitutes a liberal education? Does it mean one can 
communicate effectively, think critically, or learn expe-
rientially? Is it a person that is capable of appreciating 
a wide range of ideas and different perspectives? Is a 
liberally educated person one who has an open-minded 
approach to all learning and accepts the notion that it 
is lifelong? Does that in turn mean a liberal education 
provides a firm enough foundation that a person is able 
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a l l  t h e  v a l u e s  l i f e  h a s  t o  o f f e r ?  I s  t h e  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  w e  
e s p o u s e  t r u l y  a  t r a n s f o r m i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  d e v e l o p s  
r e s p o n s i b l e  c i t i z e n s ?  A g a i n ,  I  a m  n o t  s a y i n g  t h a t  w e  
g r a d u a t e  s t u d e n t s  w h o  c a n ' t  t h i n k  o p e n - m i n d e d l y ,  b u t  
a r e  t h e y  r e a l l y  c o n n e c t e d ?  D o  t h e y  s e e  t h e  f o r e s t  o r  t h e  
t r e e s ?  A  s i m p l e  e x a m p l e  f r o m  m y  d i s c i p l i n e  m a y  h e l p .  
S u p p o s e  a  c l i n i c i a n  i s  e x a m i n i n g  a  p a t i e n t  f r o m  a n o t h e r  
c u l t u r e  a n d  f a i l s  t o  t a k e  i n t o  a c c o u n t  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  c u l -
t u r a l  b e l i e f s  ( e . g . ,  s p i r i t u a l ,  e m o t i o n a l )  w h e n  a d d r e s s i n g  
p r o g n o s i s  a n d  t r e a t m e n t .  W h i l e  t r e a t i n g  j u s t  t h e  d i s e a s e  
m a y  b e  e f f e c t i v e  i n  a l l e v i a t i n g  s y m p t o m s ,  w h a t  o f  t h e  
m o r e  a m b i g u o u s  e m o t i o n a l  i n d i c a t o r s  t h a t  m a y  b e  j u s t  
a s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  t h e  p a t i e n t ?  A n  i n c i d e n t  o f  t h i s  s o r t  
m a y  e v e n  r e s u l t  i n  a  p a t i e n t  n o t  p r o p e r l y  f o l l o w i n g  a  
t r e a t m e n t  p l a n  b e c a u s e  t h e  c l i n i c i a n  d i d n ' t  s e e  i t  f r o m  
t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  p e r s p e c t i v e .  
F r o m  t h e  f a c u l t y  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t i m e  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a  p r e -
c i o u s  c o m m o d i t y .  T h e  s i m p l e  f a c t  t h a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y  h a s  
m o r e  t h a n  o n e  c a m p u s  i s  l i k e l y  t o  h a v e  a n  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  
w o r k l o a d  o f  a t  l e a s t  s o m e  f a c u l t y .  M a n y  G e n e r a l  E d u c a -
t i o n  a n d  T h e m e  c o u r s e s  d o  t a k e  m o r e  t i m e  t o  p r e s e n t .  
I t  i s  o f t e n  m u c h  e a s i e r  t o  s i m p l y  l e c t u r e  a n d  " c o v e r "  
w h a t  i s  n e c e s s a r y .  D o e s  t h a t  r e n d e r  l e c t u r i n g  a  f a c u l t y  
a d d i c t i o n ?  T o  b e  f a i r ,  G r a n d  V a l l e y  h a s  a  g o o d  p r o c e s s  
i n  p l a c e  f o r  p r e s e n t i n g  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p e r s p e c t i v e .  
T h e r e  i s ,  i n  n o  s p e c i f i c  o r d e r ,  t h e  G e n e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
P r o g r a m ,  T h e m e s ,  S e r v i c e  l e a r n i n g ,  F r e s h m a n  s e m i n a r ,  a  
v a r i e t y  o f  c u l t u r a l  a n d  a r t i s t i c  f e s t i v a l s ,  a n d  t h e  H o n o r s  
p r o g r a m .  B u t ,  a r e  w e  c l e a r l y  c o m m u n i c a t i n g  t h e  v i s i o n  
o f  w h y  w e  p r e f e r  t h i s  a p p r o a c h  t o  e d u c a t i o n ?  D o  w e  
p r o p e r l y  i n t e g r a t e  t h a t  v i s i o n  i n t o  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  l i f e ?  
D o  w e  h e l p  s t u d e n t s  s e e  t h a t  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  i s  n o t  a  
w a s t e  o f  t i m e ?  A r e  w e  c h a l l e n g i n g  s t u d e n t s  s u f f i c i e n t l y ?  
A r e  w e  i n c u l c a t i n g  e t h i c a l  a n d  m u l t i - c u l t u r a l  i d e a s  i n t o  
t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  o r  s i m p l y  t e a c h i n g  f a c t s ?  D o  s t u d e n t s  
r e a l l y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  a r e a s  o f  
k n o w l e d g e ?  M y  b e l i e f  i s  t h a t  w e  d o n ' t  d o  a  s a t i s f a c t o r y  
j o b  o f  c o n n e c t i n g  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  a n d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e ,  
o r  v a l u e ,  o f  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  
S o  h o w  d o  w e  d e a l  w i t h  t h i s  s o m e w h a t  d a u n t i n g  t a s k ?  
W h i l e  I  c e r t a i n l y  d o  n o t  c l a i m  t o  h a v e  a l l  t h e  a n s w e r s ,  
I  w i l l  p r o f f e r  a  f e w  s u g g e s t i o n s .  P e r h a p s  m o r e  c u l t u r a l  
e v e n t s  o n  c a m p u s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a c r o s s  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  a n d  
o f f e r e d  e q u a l l y  a m o n g  t h e  s e v e r a l  c a m p u s e s ,  w o u l d  
S y m p o s i u m  o n  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
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address some of the issues. Clearly more diversity would 
add to the collage of the student body, but that is one 
of the tougher issues to address. Transforming theory 
more into practice might force students to consider 
issues from multiple perspectives. Even having students 
with a different worldview than the instructor's would 
embrace a small cultural change. While faculty certainly 
need to be available, more support is needed for faculty 
teaching "tough" classes. Stronger capstone courses, or 
perhaps an entirely different approach would suffice. 
Faculty should create better connections between what 
they teach and lifelong learning. Maybe even encourag-
ing all faculty to teach general education courses would 
diffuse some of the misconceptions. And finally, the 
specialization of some of our professional education, 
primarily graduate, has seeped into the education system 
in general. Indeed, what effect does the movement of 
health professions programs downtown, and closer to 
the medical establishment, have upon the influence of 
teaching from a liberal viewpoint? Obviously, this is no 
small challenge, but we owe it to tomorrow's citizens 
to prepare them for lifelong thinking, ethical practice, 
and cultural sensitivity. 
As you can see, I have proposed a number of ques-
tions, and a few potential remedies, that probably do 
not have easy solutions. But, if you don't ask the right 
questions you will never get the right answers. So I 
will finish with these last few and, hopefully, start the 
debate. Are the necessary conditions for implementing 
such a change in existence? Will faculty see such com-
mitments as time-consuming? Will administration see 
this change as a threat to Grand Valley's competitive 
advantage? Certainly, improving the education of our 
graduates will require changing the internal incentive 
structures of our institution. Should that change come 
from within each college? Will the diversity among 
departments, or lack thereof, limit the candid action 
needed to address the issues? More specifically, should 
there be a discussion about exactly what students should 
know and some exploration of how we discover what 
they have learned? Perhaps what is needed is a shared 
vision of educational professionalism that would convey 
a collegial commitment to student learning. 
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